The use of lectins in histopathology.
Lectins are proteins and glycoproteins extracted predominantly from plants which have the capacity to bind sugars specifically. This property makes them of interest for histopathology since they will bind to saccharides forming parts of glycoproteins and glycolipids of tissue constituents. Lectins have and can be used as reagents for mucin histochemistry, to identify specific cells, in the recognition of glycoprotein alterations in disease states, in studies of infectious diseases, and in the assessment of glycoconjugate alterations occurring with malignancy. They can be used for both light microscopic and ultrastructural localisation and various methods are available. It is important though, to consider the nature of the glycoconjugates under study and select lectins appropriately because of their varying specificities and binding characteristics. A panel of lectins should be used to study a particular configuration. Care should be taken with tissue fixation and processing. It must be remembered that an open and critical mind should be kept concerning interpretation of results. At the present time lectins have a limited value diagnostically, but the binding of Ulex europeus agglutinin to endothelium is certainly of value.